
EVALUATION OF EUROPEAN AID
MANAGED BY THE COMMISSION,

1995 - 1999

« An Anatomy of an Evaluation Process »

Submitted by France on behalf of
the Steering Group for the Evaluation

of European Aid

Agenda item 5iii)

32nd Meeting
10-11 February 2000
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1. Purpose of the paper

The purpose of this document is to share with the members of the DAC Working Party on Aid
Evaluation some of the experiences gained on the organisation and management of a major evaluation
concerning four aid programmes of the European Union managed by the Commission.

This paper analyses the successive steps of the evaluation process initiated in 1995 and completed in
June 1999 1. It does not attempt to present the findings of the exercise but rather to « evaluate » the
procedures adopted for this evaluation. It could be read in connection with the document on
“Effective Practices in Conducting a Joint Multi-Donor Evaluation”.2 ;

2. Background to the evaluation

In June 1995 the European Council of Ministers for Development Cooperation decided to conduct a
major evaluation of EU aid managed by the European Commission to the African, Caribbean, Pacific
(ACP), Asian and Latin American (ALA) and South and East Mediterranean (MED) regions. In 1996
it was decided to also add an evaluation of Commission-managed humanitarian aid implemented
between 1991 and 1996.

As requested by the Council of Ministers 3 the evaluation was to be conducted in three stages. The
first stage aimed to draw up an inventory of EC aid to the ACP, ALA and MED regions (including
humanitarian aid) as a baseline for the subsequent evaluation work. The inventory described the
institutions, policies and legal basis of EC aid and analysed EC aid flows on a sectoral and
geographical basis. The second stage covered an evaluation of each of the respective aid programmes
and their instruments and involved a three phased approach: (i) desk study, (ii) field investigations,
(iii) synthesis of the results of the desk and fields studies. The third stage consisted of preparing an
overall synthesis of the findings of the individual evaluations.

The responsibility for organising and supervising the implementation of these evaluations was
delegated to the Heads of Evaluation of the EU Members States and of the Commission (at that time
the evaluation units of DG VIII, DGIA, DGIB and ECHO). A Working Group (WG) chaired by
France, was established to oversee the evaluation process on a permanent basis.

The actual evaluation work was carried out by several teams of independent experts from Europe-
based consulting firms /consortia.

The evaluation was to be completed within three years and was to be funded from the evaluation
budget of the concerned evaluation units of the European Commission. Ultimately, the time schedule
was significantly overrun, due to an underestimation of the amount of work needed.

                                                          
1 List of documents of the evaluation in annex.
2 “Effective Practices in Conducting a Joint Multi-Donor Evaluation” [DCD/DAC/EV(2000)4].
3 Reference : Council Resolutions dated 01/06 1995 and 9/11/1996.
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The final report synthesised the key findings of the different studies and included overarching
recommendations concerning aid policy, partnership and co-ordination as well as management of aid
implementation. This report was tabled at the Council of Ministers for Development’s meeting in May
1999.

3. Adjusting to reality

The members of the Working Group soon realised that several constraints affected the proper and full
implementation of the Council mandate. In addition to the complexity and size of the exercise
covering a period of ten years, changes in priorities, policies and instruments of the European Union
complicated the work.

Also, the dearth of information on impact and efficiency of aid reduced the possibility to respect the
original mandate of the evaluation. Documentary evidence of humanitarian aid was especially sketchy
and difficult to interpret. The cost and time to collect such data would have been out of proportion to
the likely results.

In spite of the evident goodwill of the EU officials responsible for the aid programmes to provide data
and information, and successive interviews by the consultants, it was not possible to make up for
major gaps in knowledge.

Under these circumstances the Working Group had to amend the initial mandate concentrating
fieldwork in MED region and ALA countries respectively on the evaluation of aid management and
policy dialogue. The ACP study was therefore the most complete and significant of the regional
evaluations.

4. Key steps in the process

4.1.        Defining the scope of work

The work involved in the evaluation was considerable 4. The Working Group (WG) proved to be
indispensable to draft the general terms of reference for the overall evaluation exercise since the study
had to cover a wide range of particular issues and the interests and priorities of both EU Member
States and the Commission 5.

The WG also proved to be indispensable to manage the evaluation process. However, its effectiveness
in designing specific terms of reference for the individual studies was constrained by the lack of
insight into the different aid programmes. This resulted in terms of reference which were virtual
“lookalikes” and often too ambitious.

Lessons

                                                          
4 During the evaluation process, the Working Group met some 29 times in order to set up the different

studies, to review intermediate products and clear final evaluation reports. In all some 50 draft reports
were reviewed. The number of meetings and review rounds as well as exchange of views in between
meetings called for intensive communication between the Working Group members.

5 Besides the usual evaluation criteria (relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact and sustainability), the
evaluation had to address the « Maastricht » criteria co-ordination, complementarity and coherence, key
cross cutting issues like poverty alleviation, gender, environment and governance. In addition, the
evaluation aimed to throw light on the transparency and dissemination of information by the
Commission.
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1. Although the scope of work and the time frame involved were largely predetermined by the
decision of the Council of Ministers, the overall mandate should have had more built-in
flexibility, allowing a more modest approach when necessary.

2. Pre-studies should have been conducted for each of the four separate evaluations in order to
identify the major issues of EU aid, define the scope of the evaluations and allow for the
preparation of the TOR;

4.2.       Resources and time frame

The scope of work of an evaluation, which in this case was quite considerable, normally defines the
required budget. However, during the implementation process it became clear that the ambitions of
the evaluation could not be met from the evaluation budget of the Commission. Since no cost sharing
arrangements with EU members could be agreed to, the availability of funds became a constraint
especially for the field studies 6.

The sheer size of the work involved also proved to be a problem to schedule and complete the study in
the time initially assigned. Instead of the originally foreseen time frame of three years, nearly four
years were necessary.

Lessons

1. The budget of an extensive evaluation should not be cast in concrete before the scope of the work
is clear.

2. Co-financing of evaluation exercises should be anticipated as an option ; if and when necessary,
additional funding should be provided to be able to adjust the plan of work.

4.3.       Selecting the evaluation teams and guiding the evaluation process

The envisaged complexity and duration of the evaluation process (3 years, 3 regions, humanitarian
aid, 3 phases for each programme, one initial inventory and one concluding synthesis) made necessary
to recruit several consulting firms or consortia. The European Commission, obliged to follow rigid
and complex public procurement rules, contracted them. The selection was made in collaboration with
the chair of the WG. The choice of consultants was reduced by the EU Financial Regulations which
limit the choice to European consulting firms.

The variety of evaluation expertise and culture among the evaluation teams made it difficult to ensure
consistency throughout the evaluation process. In particular, adherence to the agreed methodology
proved hard to realise. Exerting quality control over the evaluations was further complicated because
some of the evaluation teams produced sub-optimal quality reports and the exchange of comments
was difficult to manage.

Lessons

1. It is advisable to go beyond evaluating tenders on the basis of documents only. Interviewing the
candidates and assessing their understanding of the objectives of the evaluation is necessary in
order to make the selection process more effective.

2. To relieve the Working Group from the cumbersome review of successive draft reports and to
guide the consulting teams when needed, one could have appointed a panel of high-level and
independent specialists. Alternatively a single firm or consortium might have been used to
substantively oversee the evaluation exercise, but political constraints made this impossible.

                                                          
6 Ex post, the resources allocated to the whole exercise have been 2,7 ME.
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3. A specific site on the internet for exchange of information and comments on draft reports would
have been extremely useful in speeding up the process of quality control.

4.4.        Data and Institutional memory

Lack of data related to the evaluation work which was constrained by not compatible data bases raised
the cost of the exercise enormously.

Lessons

1. A good data base (substantive and financial data) as well as monitoring information is
essential for conducting a meaningful evaluation.

2. The collection of additional information may be extremely costly if not impossible when
working under a tight time schedule.

3. Even if data are available, base line data, clear objectives and indicators are essential to
measure successes and failures.

4. For Humanitarian Aid, specific criteria and benchmarks should be established in order to
evaluate the results of such aid.

5. Follow-up process

The three main ‘synthesis’ reports concerning the ACP, ALA and MED programmes, plus an overall
synthesis, were widely circulated among the Member States’ administrations and were promptly
published by the Commission on InterNet. Each was the subject of debate in the various working
groups of the EU Council, and of discussion in a series of three meetings of EU Development
Ministers in late 1998 and in 1999.

With respect to the main recommendations, follow-up especially included :

- defining an overall policy statement on EU development aid : the Commission is committed to
producing major proposals to the Council & Parliament in early 2000;

- enhancing Coordination and Complementarity: extensive debate in the Council has focussed
on ways to improve these, notably as part of the post-Lomé negotiations with the ACP States,
and the new Regulations on cooperation with the MED region and with South Africa. Ways
include planning mechanisms, country strategies, further work in common, and reporting;

- harmonising and simplifying the Commission’s organisational framework: following a first
reorganisation in mid-1998, a second reorganisation began in November 1999 and will be
further developed in a Commission–wide reform plan to be published in February 2000. All
aspects of structures, not only in the field of aid and external cooperation, are involved, many
of course independently of the evaluation process; and many will also be the subject of further
debate between the Member States and the European Institutions throughout 2000;

- increasing the efficiency of aid management and procedures: procurement procedures
(tendering, contracting) have already been streamlined, subject to the agreement of the
Member States to revising the Financial Regulation and work is going on to streamline other
internal procedures;
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- strengthening monitoring, evaluation and transparency : a system of monitoring is being
designed ; evaluation authority, objectives, modalities and feedback mechanisms are being
reviewed and strengthened, as part of the reform process ; and new Commission-wide rules on
publication and transparency are in preparation.

Conclusion

In spite of all the constraints and shortcomings mentioned above, the exercise produced  a series of
major reports which are now widely available, and which have successfully fed into the debate on the
nature, purposes, quality and future of EU aid. While the debate is still ongoing, the contributions of
the evaluation have been taken very seriously and many of the recommendations already figure in the
major modernisation and reform process concerning the Commission as a whole.

More than three years of regular meetings with a continuous exchange of views and comments have
built up a common understanding and contributed to a better perception of the Commission’s nature,
constraints (both internal and external) and modus operandi, while at the same time contributing to
the “capacity building” of recently created evaluation units in some EU Member States.

Although there have been many other studies on EU aid, including the Commission’s Green Paper on
the future of the Lomé Convention, the Evaluation provided additional in - depth knowledge to the
existing insights.

The Evaluation has fed into a change process, which has been going on within the Commission and
has been beneficial in further clarifying the relationships and interaction between the Member States
and the Commission.

The Evaluation improved the collaboration among the evaluation Departments of the Member States,
and also the collaboration between them and those of the Commission (which were merged in 1998 to
form the Evaluation Unit of the Commission’s Common Service (SCR).
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ANNEX : List of the reports

Inventory of European Commission Aid

Preliminary Stage of Evaluation of European Commission Aid
Overseas Development Institute (UK) – December 1996

Also published under the title “Understanding European Community Aid; Aid Policies, Management
and Distribution Explained”
ODI/EC - 1997

French versions available

Evaluation of European Union Aid to African Caribbean and Pacific Countries Managed by the
Commission :

•  Phase 1 : Analysis of Existing Documents –Aide à la Décision Economique (B), in
association with Information, Training and Agricultural Development (UK) and
Investment Development Consultancy in association with Mokoro (UK)– July 1997

•  Field phase, Case Studies –: - Zimbabwe - August 1998
 - Tanzania - August 1998
 - Côte d’Ivoire - août 1998
 - Cameroun - août 1998
 - Liberia - August 1998
 - Jamaica - August 1998
 - East Caribbean - August 1998

Synthesis - September 1998
Investment Development Consultancy in association with Mokoro (UK)

•  Synthesis Report - Investment Development Consultancy in association with Mokoro
(UK) - November 1998
French version available

EU development Aid to the Mediterranean Region :

•  Desk Study – COWI Consult (DK), in co-operation with Netherlands Economic Institute
(NL) and Andante (SW) – October 1997

•  Field phase : Process of Policy Formulation and Decision Making EU Cooperation with
Tunisia and Jordan – COWI Consult (DK), in co-operation with Netherlands Economic
Institute(NL) and Andante (SW) – September 1998
French version available
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•  Synthesis : Evaluation of Aspects of EU Development Aid to the MED Region – COWI
Consult (DK), in co-operation with Netherlands Economic Institute (NL) and Andante
(SW) – November 1998
French version available

Evaluation of European Union Development Aid to Asian and Latin American States :

•  Desk Study – Societa Italiana di Monitoraggio (IT), in association with Consultoria de
Cooperacion y Asesoriamento Tecnologico (SP) and John Morris Associates (UK) –
December 1997

•  Field Study - Honduras, Peru, Philippines, Vietnam – Societa Italiana di Monitoraggio
(IT), in association with Consultoria de Cooperacion y Asesoriamento Tecnologico (SP) –
March 1999

•  Synthesis Report - Societa Italiana di Monitoraggio (IT) – March 1999
French version available

Evaluation of the Humanitarian Aid Funded by the European Commission between 01/01/1991
and 30/06/1996 :

•  Desk Study – SMITS Engineering (B) – December 1998
French version available

•  Field Evaluations in the African Great Lakes Region and in Former Yugoslavia – SMITS
Engineering (B) – December 1998

•  Synthesis – John Telford (IR), in collaboration with SMITS Engineering (B) – May 1999
French version available

Development and Humanitarian Assistance of the European Union. An Evaluation of the
Instruments and Programmes Managed by the Commission :

Overarching Synthesis Report – Ingénieur Conseil et Economistes Associés (FR), DPPC (UK) – May
1999

French version available


